Expertise
The first of these questions is likely to be a theme in many contributions. Action learning accords a secondary place to the views and advice of experts and gives primacy to the people who live and must deal with the problems or opportunities in question. The justification for this is as much to do with common sense as social justice. In 'no-right answer' situations, imposed solutions based on expert knowledge frequently do more harm than good. In action learning it is not so much the expertise itself that is questioned as the decision power that is taken and given to experts of all varieties. The distinctiveness of action learning stems from its instinctive distrust of expert power in favour of self-empowered individuals and communities learning through tackling the challenges that confront them.
There are many critical issues in the world crying out for the application of expertise. The need for knowledgeable and skilful professionals is palpable; but how can this thirst for expertise be balanced by the necessity for people to seize and resolve their own concerns if sustainable outcomes are to be reached? This dilemma lies at the heart of all development work and change management. It presents an exciting challenge to action learning in general and to this journal in particular. We look forward to your contributions.
Inclusivity
The second question poses different but related challenge for a journal aspiring to develop the idea of action learning through research and practice.
How can we . . .
. Get the best of everyday practice into the pages of the journal?
. Be welcoming of both practitioners and researchers?
. Advance the theory of action learning without splitting it from the practice?
These questions will guide the editorial team over the coming issues. We seek to encourage everyday accounts of action learning through the establishment of a separate section, freed or protected from the normal criteria for academic papers. Accounts of practice are central to action learning; this is the report of the action and learning as it happens. We look for clear explanations of what was done and learned so that others can share in this understanding. The development of the action learning idea depends as much upon such accounts as it does upon more considered analyses and philosophical discussions.
Fields of research and practice
Action learning is concerned with meaningful change in organisations, communities and societies. This approach is increasingly seized upon as a means of overcoming the gap between well-intended policy and practical implementation. New ideas are often ten-a-penny-but what will work in practice? And how do we find out? This concern with finding ideas that will work in practice unites communities of interest amongst strategists and policy-makers, managers and executives, practitioners and professionals across a wide range of business, public service and civic society organisations. These are the people who constitute the authors and the audiences for Action Learning: Research and Practice and we welcome their stories, case studies and reflections as the basis for sharing good practice.
We also welcome efforts to build theories of action learning, particularly those generative theories that suggest new practice and new ways forward. Action learning is part of a wider family and change, and shares many common values and practices in this developing field of action-based approaches to learning. What does action learning have in common with action research or collaborative inquiry? How does it differ and what is its distinctive contribution? Of the many forms of action learning now practised, many diverge considerably from the 'classic' principles espoused by Revans. How do they differ and why? These questions may be expected to interest academics, but they are also of vital import for practitioners.
There are many practical issues in action learning which will benefit from research and reflection. We have very limited knowledge of the size or spread of action learning; who does it? Where? And how? Such knowledge as we have often comes in the form of isolated stories and heroic tales. Although we have some sense of common principles of action learning, we have only a sketchy idea of the varieties of practice to be found. Is this form action learning dominated in practice by the action learning set of six or so peers? And if so, then by what means may such activities influence the wider social and organisational arenas, and in turn be informed by these wider contexts? How can the local knowledge of action learning sets contribute to a wider system of organisational learning or community renewal?
On such questions, the interests of executives, policy-makers, practitioners and academics can coincide. Through the pages of this journal we hope these people will meet and discuss their different concerns and their common interests. We seek research on the extent and diversity of action learning that may inform practice in all its variety.
Writing from practice; for practice
We have sympathy with those who, faced with some practical difficulty, complain that although there are lots of theories around, 'none of them tells me what to do!' Useful knowledge helps a person act successfully in a specific local context in a living involvement with other people. Much of the literature on individual and organisational learning has virtually excluded the voice of the practical author-the person who 'authorises' their own action and learning. There is much written about them, but we hear little from them.
Part of this may be that writing from theory is easier than writing from practice. One can describe a theory, and delineate it, but practice always defies full exposition. Writing from practice is messier. Theorising is vital, but no one theory fits adequately
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Another useful touchstone is the question: what is learned here that might improve practice elsewhere? All tempered advice is welcome. This may involve the posing of significant questions rather than prescriptions of the 'Ten top tips for . . .' variety. Perhaps the best writing contains a practical wisdom in which advice and questions are mingled. We seek an integration of theory and practice; a marriage of writing from practice with some writing about this practice. These are the aspirations.
A pragmatic tradition
The standpoint of action learning is a pragmatic one: what works best in helping people bring about the changes they seek? In another era characterised by rapid social and intellectual change, pragmatists such as William James and John Dewey sought to ally scientific knowledge with the ideals of human conduct. This led them to focus on the possibilities for, and the consequences of, human action in a changing world. They emphasised the need for experiment, reflection and learning in working out what is most useful for us, what works best.
The pragmatic method originated as a way of dealing with otherwise irresolvable problems. Are we fated or free? Material or spiritual? Pragmatism interrupts these philosophical disputes in favour of interpreting any theory in terms of its potential for action. What will be the consequences of doing this rather than that? If no practical difference can be traced between the alternatives, then practically they mean the same, and dispute is idle. What are you trying to do? What is stopping you? What difference would it make if this rather than that were true? These are the pragmatic questions of action learning.
Reg Revans (1907 Revans ( -2003 In his most formal attempts at a theory of action learning, Revans attempted a 'science of praxeology' or a general theory of human action. For Revans, theory and practice are not separable and 'praxis' is interpreted as the unity of theory and practice. This journal appears in the year after the death of Reg Revans, celebrated as the founder of action learning. His legacy includes not only a set of ideas to be newly applied and interpreted, but also the admonition and expectation to get out and do something! Post-Revans: what is it that we must do something about? The agenda for action learning remains as it always has; it is not something just to be talked about and written about, but something that is to be done wherever people are faced with urgent challenges in their organisations and communities. It cannot be finally defined because each of these new contexts demands fresh interpretation-a condition that preserves the vitality of action learning. As a discipline, it embraces both a philosophy of self-help and a methodology of learning from action. Revans' legacy is that action learning always starts from those with the problems or the oppor-6 Editorial tunities, who then must themselves be part of their resolution or exploitation. The action and the learning begin here, as does the inspiration for the writing.
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